Background {#Sec1}
==========

The health benefits of physical activity (PA) in the prevention and control of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) are well established \[[@CR1]\]. Participation rates in PA, however, remain low in all age groups \[[@CR2]\]. For example, more than 60% of adults worldwide do not reach recommended 150 min weekly of moderate PA required to be of benefit to their health \[[@CR3], [@CR4]\]. It is estimated that physical inactivity defined as any activity insufficient to meet current global recommendations \[[@CR5]\], indirectly causes 9% of premature mortality; it was linked to approximately 1.3 million of the 57 million deaths that occurred worldwide in 2008 \[[@CR4]\]. For instance, physical inactivity could account for 6% of coronary heart disease, 7% of type 2 diabetes and 10% of cancer \[[@CR4]\], making it the fourth leading cause of NCDs \[[@CR3]\]. In South Africa, 3.3% of all deaths in 2000 were attributable to PA, ranking it 9^th^ among other risk factors \[[@CR6]\]. The prevalence of self-reported physical inactivity is high in both developed countries like the United States, where 32% of adults are physically inactive \[[@CR7]\], and in developing countries such as South Africa were 45% adults were reported to be inactive \[[@CR8]\]. Other African countries also report a high prevalence of physical inactivity among adults, 49.1% and 52.6% in Swaziland and Mauritania respectively \[[@CR8]\].

Similar to other developing countries, South Africa is currently undergoing nutritional, lifestyle, and socioeconomic transitions, with increases in the occurrence of NCDs \[[@CR9]\]. Non-communicable diseases of lifestyle share similar modifiable risk factors, which include hypertension, tobacco smoking, diabetes, obesity, hyperlipidaemia and physical inactivity \[[@CR10]\]. Physically inactivity in global populations represents a major public health challenge \[[@CR4]\]. Documented research comparing activity levels in urban and rural settings suggests that rural adults tend to be less active than their urban counterparts, although findings have been inconsistent \[[@CR11]\]. In the USA, a study revealed that PA levels were higher in urban areas than in rural areas \[[@CR12]\]. Similarly, in South Africa, subjects in isolated rural areas were found to be more inactive than their urban-dwelling counterparts \[[@CR10]\]. Again, similar results were also reported in a study of Kenyan adolescents \[[@CR13]\]. Conversely, a South African Demographic and Health Survey found that urban youths were more likely to be physically inactive than rural ones \[[@CR14]\].

The importance of promoting physical activity in populations is reflected by the South Africa National Strategic Plan for the Prevention and Control of non-communicable diseases, which targets a 10% reduction in the prevalence of inactivity by 2020 \[[@CR15]\]. Indeed, a recommendation for every adult to accumulate 30 min or more of moderate-intensity physical activity on as many days and, preferably, every day of the week \[[@CR16]\] is estimated to increase the life expectancy of the world's population \[[@CR4]\].

However, in order to understand PA patterns and make positive changes to them, it is important to understand the independent contributions of urban-rural and socio-demographic risk factors \[[@CR17]\]. Conducting population-based studies on prevalence of physical activity and its determinants is necessary to identify the relevant areas in local environments that need change, areas where currently such information is scarce \[[@CR18]\]. In this study, we determine the prevalence of self-reported PA and associated socio-demographic factors among South African adults in urban and rural communities.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study population {#Sec3}
----------------

This cross-sectional study uses data from the Cape Town (urban) and Mount-Frere (rural) sites of the global Prospective Urban and Rural Epidemiology study (PURE) study. PURE is a multinational cohort study that tracks societal influences, risk factors and chronic non-communicable diseases in urban and rural areas across 17 countries including South Africa. PURE collects baseline data on countries' characteristics (e.g. economic environments), communities (e.g. nutritional environment), households (e.g. income) and individual determinants (e.g. diet and physical activity) \[[@CR19]\]. During a baseline evaluation conducted by PURE in 2008-2009, a representative random sample of adults was selected from well-established rural (Mount Frere) and urban (formal settlements in Cape Town) communities in South Africa. The household inclusion criteria were: (1) to have at least one member who was aged 35-70 years, (2) to be within an identified neighbourhood and (3) to not have members with a disability that precluded walking.

Data collection {#Sec4}
---------------

Participants were interviewed in the language of their choice. We used structured, socio-demographic and lifestyle questionnaires that were developed and standardized for the international PURE study \[[@CR19]\]. Physical examination included anthropometric measures (height, weight, waist and hip circumference) \[[@CR20]\]. In all consenting and eligible individuals, the long version of the International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ) was used to measure self-reported PA \[[@CR21]\].

Socio-demographic characteristics {#Sec5}
---------------------------------

We recorded socio-demographic information, specifically: age, sex, marital status, education level, and occupation from each participant. We grouped them into four age categories: 35 to 44 years, 45 to 54 years, 55 to 64 years and 65 years or older. Marital status was classified as never married, currently married, and widowed/divorced/separated. Education level was classified as primary, secondary and tertiary education. Occupational status ranged from 1 to 11 items prompted by the following statement; "*Please indicate which group best describes your main occupation*". In this study, the occupation status was then categorized as skilled (technicians, machine operators, clerks, skilled agriculture and fishery workers) and less skilled (homemaker, service, shop and market workers).

Physical activity measure {#Sec6}
-------------------------

The IPAQ includes questions on frequency and duration of vigorous and moderate intensity physical activities, and walking in terms of the frequency (days/week) and duration (min/day) in the last 7 days. The physical activities were classified into the domains of work-related, transport-related, household-related and leisure activity for each category of walking, moderate and vigorous-intensity. Weekly minutes of walking, moderate-intensity and vigorous-intensity activity were calculated separately by multiplying the number of days/week by the duration on an average day. In this study, physical activity levels were classified as low, moderate, or high intensity, defined by the IPAQ core group (<http://www.ipaq.ki.se>) as follows: Low - no activity or some activity reported, but not enough to satisfy the requirements of the other activity categories; Moderate - any of the following 3 criteria: (a) 3 or more days of vigorous-intensity activity for at least 20 min per day, (b) 5 or more days of moderate intensity activity or waking for at least 30 min per day, or (c) 5 or more days of any combination of walking, moderate intensity, or vigorous-intensity activities achieving a minimum of 600 MET-minutes per week; Vigorous - either of the following 2 criteria: (a) 3 or more days of vigorous-intensity activity accumulating at least 1500 MET-minutes per week or (b) 7 days of any combination of walking or moderate- or vigorous intensity activities achieving a minimum of 3000 MET-minutes per week. Acceptable reliability and validity of IPAQ has been reported elsewhere \[[@CR22]\].

Statistical analysis {#Sec7}
--------------------

The starting sample comprised 2064 participants of whom 316 were excluded for unacceptable levels of missing data \[[@CR23]\]. A further 15 participants aged less than 35 years were excluded, making a final analytic sample of 1733 participants. We used SPSS® version 22 for Windows (IBM Corp: Armonk New York) for all statistical analyses. Chi squared tests were used to compare socio-demographic characteristics and physical activity. We used multinomial logistic regressions to investigate the determinants of physical activity, with low physical activity as the reference, both in univariate and multivariate models. The differential effects of socio-demographic characteristics on physical activity levels according to urban and rural setting were assessed through interaction tests. Statistical significance was set at *p* \< 0.05.

Results {#Sec8}
=======

General characteristics and pattern of physical activity {#Sec9}
--------------------------------------------------------

Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} shows the overall and site-specific (urban/rural), socio-demographic characteristics and the prevalence of PA among the participants. Participants were evenly divided between urban (50.6%) and rural (49.4%) sites. Women comprised the majority of the sample in rural (76.8%) and urban (71.4%) sites and overall (74%) and their proportional was significantly higher than that of men (*p* = 0.011). The most common age group was 45-54 years (33.1%), and age distribution did not differ across sites (*p* = 0.375). Obesity (BMI ≥ 30 kg/m^2^) was higher in the urban site at 57%, versus 42% in the rural site and differences were significant (*p* \< 0.001). There were significant differences between urban and rural sites for categories of education, marital status and occupation (all *p* \< 0.001), Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. Patterns of PA were 31%, 51.5% and 17.5% in the rural site; 20.9%, 61.2% and 17.9% in the urban site and 25.9%, 56.4% and 17.7% in combined sites for low, moderate and vigorous PA respectively in each case, and differences between sites were significant (*p* \< 0.001), Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}.Table 1Socio-demographic characteristics of adults South Africans from Cape Town and Mount Frere communities in 2008-2009VariablesUrban (*n* = 877)Rural (*n* = 856)*P*-valueOverall (*N* = 1733)(%)(%)(%)Gender0.011 Female71.476.874.0 Male28.623.226.0Age0.375 35-4430.131.530.8 45-5435.031.133.1 55-6426.027.626.8 65 and above8.99.89.3BMI (kg/m^2^)\<0.001  \< 18.53.72.83.2 18.5-24.921.128.225.3 25.0-29.918.227.323.6  \> 30.057.041.747.9Education level\<0.001 Primary23.849.936.7 Secondary69.147.358.3 Tertiary7.12.85.0Marital status\<0.001 Single51.230.841.1 Currently married33.644.739.1 Widowed/divorced/separated15.224.419.7Occupation\<0.001 Skilled22.214.618.5 Less skilled77.885.481.5Ethnicity0.693 African98.798.998.8 Coloured1.31.11.2Physical activity levels\<0.001 Low20.931.025.9 Moderate61.251.556.4 Vigorous17.917.517.7

Socio-demographic characteristics and physical activity levels {#Sec10}
--------------------------------------------------------------

Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} shows the PA patterns for each socio-demographic category. Overall, gender, age, education level, marital status, occupation and location were significantly associated with physical activity (*p* \< 0.01). In stratified analysis, the pattern of PA differed between men and women in the rural site (*p* = 0.031), but not the urban site (*p* = 0.371). The prevalence of vigorous physical activity decreased with increased age group in rural area (*p* \< 0.001), and a borderline difference in the distribution of PA across age groups in the urban site (*p* = 0.057). Education levels in urban area was positively associated with vigorous PA (*p* = 0.009), but not in the rural one (*p* = 0.161). This pattern was different for marital status in the urban site (*p* = 0.010), but not in the rural site (*p* = 0.086). The pattern with occupation was mostly similar and differences were significant when stratified by site (*p* \< 0.001 in both sites), Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}.Table 2Socio-demographic characteristics by physical activity levels among adults South Africans from Cape Town and Mount Frere communities in 2008-2009VariablesUrban (*n* = 877)Rural (*n* = 856)Overall (*N* = 1733)Physical activityPhysical activityPhysical activityLowModerateVigorous*P*-valueLowModerateVigorous*P*-valueLowModerateVigorous*P*-value(%)(%)(%)(%)(%)(%)(%)(%)(%)Gender0.3710.0310.014 Women21.461.816.832.152.215.726.956.916.2 Men19.559.820.727.149.223.622.955.122.0Age0.057\<0.001\<0.001 35-4420.562.117.425.648.825.623.055.421.5 45-5419.959.021.227.157.115.823.258.118.7 55-6418.963.617.533.153.014.026.158.215.7 65 and above32.160.37.754.838.17.143.848.87.4BMI (kg/m^2^)0.8500.3140.463  \< 18.529.452.417.621.163.015.925.058.316.7 18.5-24.920.857.321.929.552.617.926.654.219.2 25.0-29.920.561.418.133.755.410.929.657.313.1  \> 30.017.363.519.232.449.118.525.156.018.9Education level0.0090.1670.003 Primary24.463.612.033.550.815.730.555.014.5 Secondary18.661.919.529.451.619.022.953.819.3 Tertiary30.646.822.612.562.525.025.651.223.3Marital status0.0100.086\<0.001 Single17.161.721.228.851.120.121.557.820.8 Married23.161.715.329.252.018.826.556.217.3 Divorced/separated28.658.612.836.851.212.033.654.112.3Occupation\<0.001\<0.001\<0.001 Skilled21.051.827.220.048.032.020.650.329.1 Less skilled20.863.915.232.852.115.027.057.815.1Location\<0.001 Urban20.961.217.9 Rural31.051.517.5

Multivariable regression analysis and interaction tests {#Sec11}
-------------------------------------------------------

Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} shows odds ratios from age and sex-adjusted multinomial regression analyses of socio-demographic characteristics and PA. In these models, when applied to all participants, age (*p* \< 0.001), occupation (*p* \< 0.001),) and location (*p* \< 0.001) were significantly associated with PA level, while there was a borderline association with gender (*p* = 0.055), and no association with education (*p* = 0.116) or marital status (*p* = 0.126), Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}. With the exception of gender (*p* = 0.072), significant interactions were observed between location and socio-demographic characteristics (results not shown in the table), in their relationship with PA (*p* \< 0.001 for age\*location, *p* = 0.012 for education level\*location, *p* \< 0.001 for marital status\*location, *p* \< 0.001 for occupation\*location interaction tests).Table 3Multinomial logistic regression result of socio-demographic characteristics by physical activity levels with reference to low physical activity in adults South Africans from Cape Town and Mount Frere communities in 2008-2009VariablesUrban (*n* = 877)*p*-valueRural (*n* = 856)*p*-valueOverall (*N* = 1733)*p*-valuePhysical activityPhysical activityPhysical activityModerateVigorousModerateVigorousModerateVigorousOR^a^95%-CIOR^a^95%-CIOR^a^95%-CIOR^a^95%-CIOR^a^95%-CIOR^a^95%-CIGender0.3510.154**0.050** Men1.001.001.001.001.001.00 Women0.890.61-1.320.710.44-1.140.910.62-1.35**0.63**0.38-1.010.910.69-1.19**0.66\***0.47-0.93Age0.360**\<0.001\<0.001** 65 and above1.001.001.001.001.001.002.07-8.13 35-441.400.75-2.612.310.83-6.44**2.66\*\*\***1.53-4.64**6.12\*\*\***2.40-15.62**2.03\*\*\***1.36-3.05**4.06\*\*\***2.05-8.05 45-541.310.70-2.482.470.88-6.94**2.89\*\*\***1.65-5.09**3.29\***1.24-8.70**2.01\*\*\***1.33-3.03**3.12\*\*\***1.59-6.28 55-641.690.91-3.12**3.12\***1.13-8.60**2.26\*\***1.32-3.86**2.98\***1.15-7.75**1.99\*\*\***1.34-2.96**3.00\*\*\***1.49-6.103Education level0.0720.2920.116 Tertiary1.001.001.001.001.001.00 Primary1.680.82-3.421.060.43-2.640.420.11-1.560.540.12-2.431.260.70-2.271.050.51-2.15 Secondary**2.06\***1.08-3.921.870.85-4.080.440.12-1.690.630.14-2.731.430.82-2.511.490.76-2.91Marital status**0.041**0.7970.126 Divorced1.001.001.001.001.001.00 Single**1.66**0.99-2.78**2.10\***1.03-4.280.950.60-1.501.350.72-2.531.230.88-1.72**1.69\***1.06-2.69 Married1.240.74-2.071.090.53-2.261.020.68-1.531.280.72-2.301.100.81-1.511.200.77-1.88Occupation**\<0.001\<0.001\<0.001** Less skilled1.001.001.001.001.001.00 Skilled0.840.54-1.32**1.69\***1.00-2.851.230.73-2.06**2.70\*\*\***1.51-4.830.990.71-1.39**2.07\*\*\***1.41-3.05Location**\<0.001** Rural1.001.00 Urban**1.67\*\*\***1.31-2.131.200.87-1.65*OR* odds ratios, *CI* confidence interval; *\*p \< 0.05; \*\*p \< 0.01; \*\*\*p \< 0.001;* ^a^ Odds ratios adjusted for all variables in the table; bold *p* = significant borderline

Overall, women were 34% less likely (OR = 0.66, 95%-CI = 0.47-0.95) to engage in vigorous PA than men. The odds of engaging in vigorous PA decreased with increasing age, with the effects being significant across age strata overall and in urban and rural participants. Each age category was more likely to engage in moderate and vigorous PA than those in the category aged 65 and above, in both the overall cohort and in rural participants, but not in the urban ones (*p* \< 0.001 for age\*location interaction). Having a secondary education (relative to tertiary) was associated with an OR of 2.06 (95% CI = 1.08-3.92) for engaging in moderate PA among urban participants only.

Marital status was variably associated with PA in the overall cohort and across sites (*p* \< 0.001 for the interaction marital status\*location). For instance, single participants (relative to those divorced) were more likely to engage in vigorous PA in the overall cohort and in the urban site, Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}.

In the overall cohort, skilled participants (relative to less skilled) were associated with higher odds of engaging in vigorous PA. The effect was similar in both rural and urban participants (*p* \< 0.001 for occupation\*location interaction).

Discussion {#Sec12}
==========

This study provides insight into the socio-demographic correlates of PA levels in the urban and rural communities of South African adults. Over half the participants sampled engaged in moderate to high PA. However, a higher proportion of physical inactivity was observed in the rural participants compared to those in urban areas. Urban participants were more likely to meet recommended PA guidelines for public health than their rural counterparts. Similarly, the odds of participants achieving recommended PA guidelines (moderate PA) were 76% higher in an urban than in a rural setting. The results of this study can be compared with the findings of a PA survey from 22 African countries where prevalence of PA ranged from 72.5% (Swaziland) to 96.0% (Mozambique) \[[@CR8]\]. Similarly, 67% of urban dwelling black South African women were classified as physically active \[[@CR24]\]. Conversely, the odds of participants being physically inactive in United States was 43% higher in the extreme rural areas compared with urban ones \[[@CR12]\]. A study in Cameroon, however, showed that rural dwellers were significantly more active than their urban counterparts based on objectively measured physical activity \[[@CR25]\].

A high prevalence of physical inactivity in rural areas, especially in South Africa, may be because PA is largely of low intensity there. A study conducted in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa reported high volumes of low intensity physical activity among rural children and adolescents \[[@CR26]\]. It is also stated that the spread of technology used across different domains of society and the shift in the predominant type of employment and lifestyle behaviour, specifically from agriculture to industries and services, contributed to a reduction in physical activity \[[@CR27]\]. The variations of results across studies could be due to different tools used to measure physical activity. In addition, there is difficulty to understand the intent of the IPAQ questions, in recalling the information requested, and in making the calculations required to perform physical activity \[[@CR28]\]. Furthermore, different types of PA are undertaken between and within communities that are socially, economically, geographically and religiously different across aspects of life \[[@CR29]\]. For this reason, objective assessment of physical activity would provide more insight in the levels and patterns of physical activity in South African population. Therefore, results of the current study are interpreted with caution.

The overall prevalence of moderate to vigorous physical activity did not differ significantly between genders. However, the adjusted odds ratio showed that women were 34% less likely to engage in the vigorous PA than men. A similar study found that women exhibited higher levels of inactivity than men and that inactivity was higher among older people \[[@CR8]\]. Concurrently, a study conducted in Spain reported comparable results \[[@CR30]\]. Conversely, studies conducted in Rwanda \[[@CR31]\] and Nigeria \[[@CR17]\], showed a higher prevalence of PA among women than in men.

Although it is difficult to interpret these conflicting results, South Africa could be described as a country in transition, and consequently there are currently high levels of infrastructure development, for which men are typically employed and often requires high levels of vigorous activity. Similarly, African cultural influence may make women more likely to be employed in domestic work such as cleaning and organizing households, which may mean they walk less, particularly in black townships areas \[[@CR32]\]. Generally in African culture, women have hobbies that tend to keep them at home while men tend to engage in more physical recreational activities \[[@CR32]\]. Based on these cultural differences, physical inactivity poses a major health risk to the South African women and with the projected increase in health risk to over 65 s, an increase in morbidity and mortality in these areas is expected. Hence, necessary interventions need to be implemented, among women through all age groups at societal level \[[@CR33]\].

Our study showed that PA decreased with age, in accordance with previous studies \[[@CR34], [@CR35]\]. A similar study found that the volume of sedentary behaviour increased, whereas ambulatory activity \[[@CR36]\] and recreational activity \[[@CR37]\] decreased with age. Due to the fact that studies use different measures and definitions, direct comparisons are not possible. For example, vigorous activity have been reported to decrease with age, whereas moderate intensity activity increase from ages 13 to 27 years \[[@CR38]\]. Furthermore, the relationship can be affected by the effect of various confounding factors such as genetic, cultural, socio-economic, nutritional factors and inactivity \[[@CR39]\]. These act through reduction of the functional abilities, strength, and ambulation associated with increased age-related diseases. As a result, the relationship between physical activity and healthy ageing among adults still remains complex, and physical activity levels must be taken into account in ageing studies \[[@CR39]\].

Level of education has also been associated with PA \[[@CR40]\]. Similarly, results in this study showed that in urban areas, participants who had reached secondary level education were twice more likely to engage in moderate PA than those with tertiary education. In rural areas, participants with primary education tended to be the least likely group to engage in moderate PA. These results are comparable to another study which found the level of education was associated with the likelihood of walking \[[@CR41]\]. Thus, people with less education may be more likely to walk or cycle than the highly educated, possibly because the latter may own a car, with the associated reduction in physical inactivity. It is also likely that less well educated people may be employed in jobs that are more physically demanding, while they also have insufficient money and time to engage in leisure-time PA. Contrarily, people at a higher educational level may have more sedentary jobs, but may engage more in leisure-time PA that those less well educated because they are more aware of it and its associated health benefits \[[@CR42]\].

Cross-sectional studies report mixed results concerning the relationship between marital status and PA, although it is often an inverse relationship, where married individuals are less physically active than those who are unmarried \[[@CR43]\]. This study showed that, both in the urban site and overall, a higher proportion of single participants engaged in moderate-to-vigorous PA than those who were divorced or separated, and comparable results to these were reported by a study in Lebanon \[[@CR44]\]. There are however also reports that show married people as being more active than the single people \[[@CR45]\], and a study based in Nigeria found a positive association between being married and reaching sufficient PA levels \[[@CR18]\]. However, in this study, being married was not a determinant factor for PA.

Contrasting results in studies of the relationship between marital status and PA could be a consequence of contrasting variables. For instance, cultural expectations of married African adults, especially men, may differ and men may be expected to be the primary earners \[[@CR18]\] but this may not be true in all countries, such as South Africa.

Likewise, this study noted that participants with skilled jobs were more likely to engage in vigorous PA than less skilled (or homemakers). Similarly, a study in Mexico showed that a higher percentage of adults working in agriculture and fishing were in a higher activity level category than those in lower-intensity occupational activities, the latter also having a greater proportion of participants in low and moderate activity levels \[[@CR46]\]. A study in Australia, however, showed those participants in the lower strata of occupations to be less likely to report participation in vigorous PA sufficient to achieve cardiorespiratory fitness \[[@CR47]\]. Most of sub-Saharan African countries, particularly those undergoing rapid developments, are in the midst of demographic and epidemiologic transitions. These developmental processes bring about changes in the social capital of societies, change working patterns and lifestyles contributing to reduction in physical activity levels \[[@CR48]\].

Limitations and strengths {#Sec13}
-------------------------

Our study has some limitations. Its cross-sectional design did not allow for the investigation of causal relationship among characteristics. This study was restricted to adults only, in two provinces of South Africa, and its findings may not be applicable countrywide. Finally, another limiting factor of this study was that PA was assessed with a version of IPAQ, a self-report measure associated with overestimation of PA levels \[[@CR45]\]. Nevertheless, this study was based on a large cohort of urban and rural South Africans, primarily of African descent which was assessed using a standardized method for surveying risk factors for chronic diseases. The study adds to previous reports by providing determinants and prevalence of PA levels in an urban and rural setting in South Africa. However, future studies aiming at monitoring of the exposure to PA should consider conducting objective assessment of PA in order to validate PA in urban and rural communities.

Conclusion {#Sec14}
==========

Culturally or community tailored intervention to promote physical activity should target individuals at an early age, those with primary, tertiary education, married and divorced and rural residents in South Africa. The current study indicates that if no effective public health approach or social economic plans are implemented, further decrease in physical activity will lead to high risk of developing major chronic diseases among South Africans. Studies using objective assessment of physical activity are needed to confirm these findings.
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